Pandemic influenza and HIV/AIDS will be two of the biggest challenges facing the World Health Organization\'s new director-general, who will be elected on Nov 9. The new leader will succeed Lee Jong-wook, who died suddenly in May, 2006.

"Pandemic influenza and HIV/AIDS are at the centre of global health policy, and it will be important that the new director-general can manage the organisation\'s response to these problems well", says Chris Murray of the US-based Global Health Initiative.

The new incumbent will face other tough challenges. "Many changes are needed to make WHO a more effective organisation", says Murray. "At the policy level, the greatest challenge will be to maintain energy and leadership for the core programmes while leading an effective response to the epidemic of non-communicable diseases in developing countries and spearheading an evidence-based approach to strengthening health systems".

25 years ago, says Murray, "WHO was the unchallenged leader on all issues of global health policy". But now there are many players, including other United Nations agencies. And wealthy funding organisations such as the Gates Foundation have a "significant role in setting the global health agenda", in part because of their financial clout.

Of the 13 candidates, six have a special interest in infectious diseases.

Kazem Behbehani {#cesec10}
===============

Kazem Behbehani (nominated by Kuwait) is a specialist in tropical diseases and was professor of immunology at Kuwait University before joining WHO in 1991. He worked in the AIDS programme and in tropical disease research before being appointed director of both the Division of the Control of Tropical Diseases and the Eastern Mediterranean Liaison Office. When he stepped down to join the election campaign---as is required by all candidates who are WHO staff---he was assistant director-general of external relations and governing bodies.

Margaret Chan {#cesec20}
=============

Margaret Chan (China) graduated in medicine from the University of Western Ontario, Canada, and began her career in public health in Hong Kong in 1978. As director of health there (from 1994), she was in charge during the 1997 H5N1 influenza outbreak and the 2003 outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). Although criticised for Hong Kong\'s slow response to these emergencies, she has been described as astute by a former colleague. Chan joined WHO in 2003 and in 2005 was appointed assistant director-general for communicable diseases and the director-general\'s representative for pandemic influenza.

Julio Frenk {#cesec30}
===========

Julio Frenk, Mexico\'s US-trained minister of health, sees equity as one of the biggest issues in global health and is best known for achieving comprehensive health care for his country over the past 6 years. His reforms included a 14-fold increase in the budget for the HIV/AIDS programme. He announced his candidature for the WHO post at the International AIDS Conference in Toronto in August, 2006. (Mexico City will host the next AIDS conference, in 2008.) Frenk was nominated in the 2003 election in which Lee Jong-wook was selected as director-general.

Pascoal Mocumbi {#cesec40}
===============

Mozambique\'s nominee, Pascoal Mocumbi, graduated in medicine from the University of Lausanne (Switzerland). After hospital posts in Mozambique he became coordinator of the national vaccination campaign against smallpox, which culminated in the eradication of smallpox in Mozambique. He joined the Mozambique government in 1980, becoming successively health minister, foreign affairs minister (1987--1994), and prime minister (1994--2004). He has been a strong supporter of South African Malaria Initiative, and in 2001, at the United Nations General Assembly, he urged member states to take "decisive action to reverse the dramatic spread of HIV/AIDS". Like Frenk, Mocumbi was a candidate in the 2003 election for the post of director-general.

Shigeru Omi {#cesec50}
===========

Shigeru Omi (Japan), who has degrees in medicine and law and a doctorate in the molecular biology of hepatitis B virus, joined the WHO Western Pacific Regional Office in Manila, Philippines, in 1990, becoming regional director in 1999. One of his biggest challenges came in 2003, with the SARS outbreak---over 95% of cases occurred in the Western Pacific Region. In May 2006 he published a book, *SARS: How a global epidemic was stopped*. Now in his second term as regional director, Omi\'s work is focused on averting an influenza pandemic.

Bernard Kouchner {#cesec60}
================

Bernard Kouchner (France), a gastroenterologist by training, professes no direct interest in infectious diseases but has nevertheless focused the world\'s attention on this problem through Médecins Sans Frontières, the humanitarian organisation he co-founded in 1971 to provide emergency medicine world-wide to those who lack health care (the organisation won the Nobel peace prize in 1999). Always a controversial figure, he supported the invasion of Iraq, arguing that interference against dictatorship should be a global priority. Several times between 1992 and 2002 he held ministerial positions in the socialist government of France.
